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1

Foreword

This book is an outgrowth of World Development Report 2000/2001:
Attacking Poverty, which identified opportunity, empowerment, and
security as critical focus areas in the design and execution of poverty
reduction strategies. The centrality of empowerment for development
effectiveness has since been recognized in the World Bank’s Strategic
Framework, which identifies empowering poor people and investing in
their assets as one of two priority areas for World Bank support to
client countries. This book highlights the World Bank’s current think-
ing on empowerment to improve development effectiveness.

Around the world 2.8 billion people, almost half the world’s popula-
tion, live on less than $2 a day. Unless we tap into the resources and
capabilities of poor people themselves—expanding their freedom of choice
and action and supporting their efforts to lift themselves out of poverty—
the numbers of poor people around the world will only increase, and the
impact of poverty on their lives will only worsen. The influence of pov-
erty on poor people’s lives is multidimensional, not simply through lim-
ited incomes and opportunities, but also through lack of education and
health services, unsanitary living conditions, hunger, exhaustion, disease,
insecurity, disregard, abuse, and a host of other issues.

Reducing poverty requires not only broad-based growth and im-
proved governance at the national level, but also support to bottom-up
approaches focusing on poor people and their roles and experiences in
the development process. It requires increasing the resources dedicated
to this goal, together with more responsible use of those resources. Fur-
ther, it requires development approaches that are sustainable, so that
programs and policies meant to improve people’s lives today do not
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jeopardize their lives, or those of their children, tomorrow. In short,
empowerment means changing not only what we do, but how we do it.

We hope this sourcebook will be useful in deepening both our un-
derstanding and our application of an empowering approach to pov-
erty reduction. It marks the beginning of a collection of experiences
that will evolve with our learning on the ground. We welcome your
reactions and contributions to this ongoing work.

Gobind Nankani Ian Johnson
Vice President Vice President
Poverty Reduction Environmentally and Socially
and Economic Management Sustainable Development
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Summary

World Development Report 2000/2001: Attacking Poverty presents a
multidimensional view of poverty. In particular, it underscores the impor-
tance of increasing poor people’s access to opportunity, security, and
empowerment for economic growth and poverty reduction. Building on
WDR 2000/2001, the World Bank’s Strategic Framework Paper identi-
fies two priority areas for Bank support to client governments: (a) build-
ing the climate for investment, jobs, and growth, and (b) empowering
poor people and investing in their assets. This book defines the World
Bank’s approach to empowerment for economic growth and poverty re-
duction. It is central to achieving the Millennium Development Goals.

A growing body of evidence points to the linkages between empow-
erment and development effectiveness both at the society-wide level and
at the grassroots level. Empowerment approaches can strengthen good
governance, which in turn enhances growth prospects. When citizens
are engaged, exercise their voice, and demand accountability, govern-
ment performance improves and corruption is harder to sustain. Citi-
zen participation can also build consensus in support of difficult re-
forms needed to create a positive investment climate and induce growth.
In addition, the empowerment agenda supports development effective-
ness by promoting growth patterns that are pro-poor. This involves re-
ducing inequalities by investing in poor people’s capabilities through
education and access to basic health care, as well as by increasing their
access to land, financial capital, and markets.

Experience also demonstrates that empowerment can improve de-
velopment effectiveness and pro-poor impact at the individual project
level. Grassroots community involvement is a powerful tool for the pro-
duction and maintenance of local public goods such as water supply,
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sanitation, schools, health, roads, and forest management, which in turn
increase the development effectiveness of investments. Empowerment
strategies at the project level are supported by civil liberties in society.
Evidence shows that projects in countries with strong civil liberties—
particularly citizen voice, participation, and accountability—significantly
outperform projects in countries with weak civil liberties.

However, there remain many questions about what empowerment
means, how it applies to the Bank’s work, and what actions should be
undertaken to move the empowerment agenda forward. This book ad-
dresses these three issues, taking into account the World Bank’s man-
date and comparative advantage in this field. The final section of the
book documents tools and practices that can support the implementa-
tion of an empowering approach to poverty reduction.

The World Bank’s comparative advantage in pursuing an empower-
ment agenda for poverty reduction lies in its relationship with govern-
ments around the world. The Bank is well placed to provide analysis,
evaluation, advice, and financing on issues from governance to sector
reform to economic growth. The Bank can convene stakeholders to stimu-
late debate, consensus, and coalition building for reform. It can support
information disclosure, inclusion, and participation—particularly of poor
people—and public accountability mechanisms in lending products and
strategies. Finally, the Bank can support the strengthening of civil society
and government institutions at the local and national levels.

The Meaning of Empowerment

Empowerment refers broadly to the expansion of freedom of choice
and action to shape one’s life. It implies control over resources and

decisions. For poor people, that freedom is severely curtailed by their
voicelessness and powerlessness in relation particularly to the state and
markets. There are important gender inequalities, including within the
household. Since powerlessness is embedded in a culture of unequal
institutional relations, the book adopts an institutional definition of
empowerment in the context of poverty reduction, which also helps
draw out the relevance to the Bank’s work:

Empowerment is the expansion of assets and capabilities of poor
people to participate in, negotiate with, influence, control, and
hold accountable institutions that affect their lives.
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Since poverty is multidimensional, poor people need a range of as-
sets and capabilities at the individual level (such as health, education,
and housing) and at the collective level (such as the ability to organize
and mobilize to take collective action to solve their problems).

Empowering poor men and women requires the removal of formal
and informal institutional barriers that prevent them from taking ac-
tion to improve their wellbeing—individually or collectively—and limit
their choices. The key formal institutions include the laws, rules, and
regulations upheld by states, markets, civil society, and international
agencies; informal institutions include norms of social solidarity, shar-
ing, social exclusion, and corruption, among others.

Four Key Elements

Because state actions create the conditions in which poor people and
other actors make decisions, the primary focus of this book is on

state reform to improve provision of basic services, local and national
governance, pro-poor market development, and access to justice. These
reforms are premised on a mindset and values shaped by the view of
poor people as partners and initiators of development rather than as
problems. The book also highlights civil society roles to support pro-
poor policies and actions at all levels.

Since social, cultural, political, and economic conditions vary and
institutions are context-specific, reform strategies must vary as well.
Although there is no single institutional model for empowerment, expe-
rience shows that certain elements are almost always present when em-
powerment efforts are successful. These elements act in synergy and
strengthen the demand side of governance. The four key elements of
empowerment that must underlie institutional reform are:

• Access to information. Information is power. Two-way infor-
mation flows from government to citizens and from citizens to
government are critical for responsible citizenship and respon-
sive and accountable governance. Informed citizens are better
equipped to take advantage of opportunity, access services, ex-
ercise their rights, and hold state and nonstate actors account-
able. Critical areas where information is most important include
state and private sector performance, financial services and
markets, and rules and rights regarding basic services.
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Information and communication technologies often play a piv-
otal role in broadening access to information.

• Inclusion/participation. An empowering approach to participa-
tion treats poor people as co-producers, with authority and con-
trol over decisions and resources devolved to the lowest appro-
priate level. Inclusion of poor people and other excluded groups
in decisionmaking is critical to ensure that limited public re-
sources build on local knowledge and priorities, and brings about
commitment to change. However, in order to sustain inclusion
and informed participation, it is usually necessary to change
rules and processes to create space for people to debate issues,
participate in local and national priority setting and budget for-
mation, and access basic and financial services.

• Accountability. State officials, public employees, private pro-
viders, employers, and politicians must be held to account, mak-
ing them answerable for their policies and actions that affect
the wellbeing of citizens. There are three main types of account-
ability mechanism. Political accountability of political parties
and representatives takes place increasingly through elections.
Administrative accountability of government agencies is ensured
through internal accountability mechanisms, both horizontal and
vertical, within and between agencies. Social or public account-
ability mechanisms hold agencies accountable to citizens, and
can reinforce both political and administrative accountability.

• Local organizational capacity. This refers to the ability of people
to work together, organize themselves, and mobilize resources
to solve problems of common interest. Organized groups and
communities are more likely to have their voices heard and their
demands met. When such membership-based groups federate at
higher levels, they can gain voice and representation in policy
dialogues and decisions that affect their wellbeing.

These four elements are already present in some of the Bank’s on-
going work in projects, although investment in local organizational
capacity is the least developed. They are much less present in policy
loans and in analytical work. They also need to be reflected much
more systematically in the Bank’s Country Assistance Strategies, in its
support for poverty reduction strategies, and in related mandates and
analytical guidelines.
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Application of Empowerment Approaches

Empowerment approaches can be applied across a broad range of
the Bank’s work. To provide some practical illustrations from Bank

and non-Bank activities, this book focuses on application of the em-
powerment framework in five areas:

• Provision of basic services
• Improved local governance
• Improved national governance
• Pro-poor market development
• Access by poor people to justice.

In the past, strategies for improved governance and poverty reduc-
tion have focused on formal systems, with little connection to citizens
and those working at the community level. An empowering approach
to state reform can be viewed as strengthening the demand side of gov-
ernance for greater public effectiveness. A demand-side approach fo-
cuses on creating laws, rules, and procedures that enable citizens and
poor people’s organizations to interact effectively with their govern-
ments. Such an approach invests in educating and informing citizens, in
creating institutional mechanisms for their sustained inclusion and par-
ticipation, and in enabling the emergence of strong poor people’s orga-
nizations and citizens’ groups.

Provision of Basic Services

This refers to improving poor people’s access to and effective use of
basic services including health care, education, water, and roads. The
Bank supports government efforts to get resources down to the com-
munity level through a variety of institutional models: through private
or public actors, through central agencies, sectoral agencies, or decen-
tralized authorities of local government, through stand-alone sector
projects or multisectoral community-driven development projects.

An empowering approach to provision of basic services focuses on
a variety of co-production strategies. These include (a) putting informa-
tion about government services and performance in the public domain;
(b) designing mechanisms for inclusion and participation, including ser-
vice delivery schemes that poor people can afford or demand-side fi-
nancing strategies; and (c) promoting social accountability and local
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organizational capacity by giving community groups authority and con-
trol over key decisions and financial resources in community-driven
development projects. These can be multisectoral, or they can be single-
sector projects such as those in rural water supply and sanitation or
education.

Improved Local Governance

Improved local governance is critical for better service delivery and
greater responsiveness to poor people’s priority problems. Decentrali-
zation and local government reform have so far focused primarily on
the supply side of formal systems and not on strengthening the demand
side through actions that enable citizens to effectively utilize the space
created by new rules and regulations. Empowered local governments
(with authority and resources) need to empower local communities
through mechanisms that increase citizen access to information, enable
inclusion and participation, increase accountability of governments to
citizens, and invest in local organizational capacity. In general there has
been insufficient attention to the relationship between citizens and local
governments, and very few cases of investment in strengthening poor
people’s organizations or other local civil society intermediaries to en-
able them to play new roles effectively.

Improved National Governance

Macroeconomic policy choices are areas that are just beginning to open
to societal engagement. Since national processes and policies determine
poor people’s access to resources and opportunities, it is critical that
these processes incorporate the four empowerment elements. Actions
include linking information from poor people to the process of national
budget and policy formulation, as well as civil society involvement in
expenditure tracking, or citizen feedback through social accountability
mechanisms. This will require strengthening the capacity of poor people’s
organizations and other civil society groups to perform these new func-
tions to keep national governments responsive and accountable.

Participatory processes are being incorporated in some policy-based
lending, in programmatic loans, and in the formation of national pov-
erty reduction strategies. Mechanisms are now needed to institutional-
ize participatory strategies and increase their effectiveness by incorpo-
rating the other three elements of the empowerment framework.
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Pro-Poor Market Development

Poverty and vulnerability will not be reduced without broad-based growth
fueled by private sector activity. However, economic growth cannot be
sustained if poor people are excluded from optimal engagement in pro-
ductive activities. While an overall investment climate that fosters entre-
preneurship, job creation, competition, and security of property and ben-
efit rights is crucial for poor people’s involvement in market activities, it
is not enough. Micro and small enterprises face constraints and exclusion
that are not automatically corrected by improvements in the macro in-
vestment climate. Poor people are often excluded from equal access to
economic opportunity because of regulations, discrimination, and lack
of information, connections, skills, credit, and organization. Elements of
empowering approaches can help to overcome many of these barriers
that prevent poor people’s entry into new markets. Changes in regula-
tions can encourage private sector actors to innovate and develop new
products that can potentially reach large numbers of poor people with
financial and insurance products to manage vulnerability.

Access to Justice and Legal Aid

Rule of law and a functioning judicial system are important not only
for the investment climate, but also for protecting poor people and their
livelihoods. A new generation of judicial and legal reform projects is
creating the legal environment for accountable governance and empow-
ering poor people by increasing their access to justice through a mix of
strategies. Currently, more than 400 Bank-financed projects have legal
and judicial reform components. In addition, there are 30 freestanding
projects in five regions. These projects focus on (a) improving adminis-
trative justice and making administrative decisions accountable and af-
fordable to ordinary citizens; (b) promoting judicial independence and
accountability; (c) improving legal education; (d) improving poor people’s
cultural, physical, and financial access to justice; and (e) public out-
reach and education.

Conclusion

Empowerment approaches focus on enhancing poor people’s free-
dom of choice and action. Empowerment of poor people is an end

in itself and is also critical for development effectiveness. It is not a
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stand-alone strategy but a way of doing development, grounded in the
conviction that poor people themselves are the most invaluable part-
ners in the task of poverty reduction. Empowerment approaches in-
clude behaviors that build people’s self-confidence and their belief in
themselves, and respect their dignity.

There are examples of this approach in ongoing work by the Bank
and others, some of which are highlighted in this book. Systematic ap-
plication of the four empowerment elements more broadly in the Bank’s
work will require leadership, contextualization, and capacity building,
as well as incorporation of the elements in existing guidelines. Reliable
data must be assembled to monitor empowerment processes and out-
comes and to develop diagnostic tools to guide application across sec-
tors. Nonetheless, there is certainly sufficient research and experience
to move forward, learning through doing and through partnerships.


